How is intimacy produced within digitally enabled communication platforms such as the mailing list? How do geographically dispersed subjects represent and 'make present' their identity? This paper addresses such questions through a case study of the email discussion group, Cybermind. Providing an evocative example of the power and affective relations across mailing list culture, the case study demonstrates that, contrary to the popular critical imagination, the linguistic and rhetorical behaviours of the online self function in a manner that is relatively predictable and therefore fairly stable. Thus the paper challenges the 1990s dream of the online, radically decentred subject. This does not overlook the fact that identity is always a performance and the product of highly mediated cultural, material and institutional forces. However, the complex interplay between technology, fantasy and materiality in the shaping of identity has not been fully explored. Crucial to the production of identity are the symbolic and technological relations of presence. Authors assume that the material signifiers of writing can be deployed to express, to make present, the particular version of subjectivity they wish to convey. Moreover, even the representations of multiple and playful selves are, in fact, quite carefully governed by their authors. The paper concludes with a discussion of the extent to which the socio-technical architecture of the mailing list is conditioned by fantasies of presence and economies of affect.
Introduction
In this medium … there is absolutely no relevance to our physical selves. There is no problem with being any color, any gender, any weight, any physical limitations/disabilities, any social level, any timezone. [Y] ou have a blank slate to draw on and project your true self (or the self you aspire to Kira Hall argues that gender is intensified: "in the absence of the physical, network users exaggerate societal notions of femininity and masculinity in an attempt to gender themselves" 13 . A similar conclusion is reached by Susan Herring in her study of power and gender on the internet. Herring notes the prediction that gender differences would be rendered "invisible or irrelevant" on the Internet have not been realised. Instead, "traditional gender differences" are evident across a multiplicity of internet platforms in relation to "discourse style and patterns of disparity and harassment, and on the Web, in images, content, and patterns of use" 14 . Interestingly, Herring discovered that this research did not find straightforward correlations in the linguistic patterns of singleauthored blogs. 15 Specifically, her study, concerning gender and genre differences in blog presentation styles, found that the gender of the blog's author could not be predicted by linguistic features as easily as gender could be predicted across other forms of textual online communication 16 . One possible explanation for this variance could lie with the different levels of interactivity afforded by mailing lists and blogs. In contrast to blogs, mailing lists seem to demand a higher level of interactivity and exchange between conversational partners. Perhaps this ensures blog writers are less likely to feel pressure to conform to a particular generic and gendered pattern of communication.
However, as Melissa Gregg has argued, 'blogging's gender wars' are a complex site of contestation, requiring a "multifaceted approach that doesn't rely too heavily on one interpretive lens" 17 .
As a form of critical resistance, the rhetoric of choice has come under increasing scrutiny since the late 1990s 18 . Amronhini Sahay, for example, argues that cybercultural theory imagines the fragmented, multiple and self-determining cybersubject as "a mode of resistance to (cyber) capitalist social relations"
19 . Yet, as Sahay demonstrates, this figure serves market ideology through its celebration of choice and emphasis on selfinvention. She coins the term "cybermaterialism" which describes a:
non transformative materialism that is deployed primarily as a device to avert attention away from the "working day"… and onto the "everyday" which is then theorised as a space of limitless self-invention. In a broad historical sense cybermaterialism, and cyberspace more generally, are explained as partaking in the larger celebratory effort following upon the collapse of eastern European socialism and the resurgence of free market ideology to post the notion that capitalism itself is "beyond" social transformation 20 .
Specifically, in terms of the emergence of particular identity formulations, Sahay argues that the cybersubject who is forged out of poststructuralist tropes of desire, pleasure, indeterminacy and excess offers very little material resistance to hegemonic social forces. Addressing poststructuralist critics such as Judith Butler, she asks:
[I]sn't this subject, as a figure of unchecked desire who deconstructs ideology by virtue of her excessive practices, specifically a bourgeois subject who finds herself unconstrained by the materiality of social practices and is thus merely an alibi for the autonomous and free agent of a triumphant free market capitalism that similarly imagines itself beyond any social consequences?
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Contemporary research also questions the strict dichotomy sometimes assumed to exist between "online" and "offline" identity. As Nancy Baym notes, "the reality seems to be that many, probably most, social users of CMC create online selves consistent with their off-line identities" 22 . This paper locates a critique of the flexible, fragmented and "decentred" subject within a case study of the email discussion group Cybermind. Through the examination of email exchanges the paper argues that, to a large degree, the linguistic behaviours and rhetorical gestures of the various selves produced through the list function in a manner that is relatively predictable and therefore fairly stable. This does not disavow the fact that identity is always a performance and the product of highly mediated cultural, material and institutional forces. However, the complex interplay between technology, fantasy and materiality in the shaping of identity has not been fully explored. The data was selected for this analysis because it demonstrates that the materiality of a distributed community can thwart the autonomy one may have over the presentation of identity.
Crucial to the production of identity is the socio-technological question of presence. As we shall see, whether these subjectivities are represented as, on the one hand, "singular," "rational and autonomous" or, on the other hand, "multiple," "fragmented"
and "decentred," the assumption is that the self can be made present on Cybermind. The selves of Cybermind often conform to what has been called the "expressivist" paradigm 23 within which presence plays a crucial role 24 . Authors assume that the material signifiers of writing can be deployed to express, to make present, the particular version of subjectivity they wish to convey. Moreover, even the representations of multiple and playful selves are, in fact, quite carefully governed by their authors. Having briefly surveyed some of the literature regarding the production of online subjectivity, the paper now explores the role of presence in the construction of gender and the performance of identity by analysing the email texts exchanged between two members of Cybermind. It begins by providing a brief introduction to these members, Alan Sondheim and Karen Crawford, outlining their roles within the list and their related online practices, before proceeding to an analysis of their exchanges 25 . These texts provide a compelling case study of the power and affective relations enabled by mailing list culture 26 . The paper concludes with a discussion of the extent to which the socio-technical architecture of the mailing list is conditioned by fantasies of presence and economies of affect. difficult to overstate Sondheim's historical significance for and continuing influence on Cybermind. His discursive practices function as key strategies for creating a sense of intimacy within the list since being able to appreciate his work and understanding its historical specificity can confer upon a list member a degree of techno-cultural capital.
Alan Sondheim
The opportunity to display this authority arises when Sondheim's writing becomes the subject of a particular thread. Indeed, Sondheim's "ficto-theoretical" pieces appear so frequently on Cybermind that his work is likely to be encountered in the first days after a new member has joined. These texts are often so dense that, unaware that they are out of step with the group, the new member is likely to be openly critical of them. Soon after joining Cybermind, for example, Linda defined one of Sondheim's texts as "babble":
Though Mr. Sondheim presents evidence of sufficiently credible intelligence to suggest these strange, very strange, mutterings might be caused by more mundane influences. Perhaps a lack of sleep, or even strong drink … I'm confident, though new to this list, that Mr. Sondheim is not such a fool as is suggested by his posted dribble 30 .
Linda's post generated about 20 replies: none agreed with her evaluation of Sondheim's writing; some implied that her reading skills were not up to the challenge of Sondheim's work, comparing it to authors such as "Wittgenstein -Gibson -KruithofHofstatter" 31 . Linda was assured that perseverance would be rewarded: "stick around, you will certainly be surprised -and amazed" 32 , but she was also rebuked for failing to grasp the significance of Sondheim's work in relation to the operation of Cybermind.
As Mario (a long-time Cybermind member and a frequent poster) commented:
There we go again. Invariably, when there is an influx of new members, someone comments about Alan's writings, often in derogatory terms. These people -I am certain -have not checked the archives and have not bothered to understand the rather unique spirit of this list and indeed of Alan's writings 33 .
Mario is right: the "unique spirit" of Cybermind is bound up with "Alan's writings".
Moreover, as we shall see, there is a disjunction between Sondheim's representations of himself and those constructed by other list members. Rather than being simply negative, the consequent tension is a means of sustaining the effect of presence within 
Karen Crawford
Crawford is an academic librarian, web designer and moderator of a number of networked discussion forums. As part of her online practice, Crawford has created a "web family," consisting of avatars she produces for use across various mailing lists forums, and other web-based activities. For example, under the pseudonym "Thadea,"
Crawford has participated in discussions on a site called "the labor of love" which, as the name suggests, is devoted to conception, pregnancy and childcare. Thadea, she explains, has a husband, two small children, a gay brother-in-law who is the sweetest thing on earth, a niece who is living with the family, and an aunt who also does web design. The niece is applying to colleges and the oldest daughter has started full time kindergarten 34 .
Crawford has created a website devoted to Thadea and her family, carrying brief biographies of her children together with their "photographs". These images are unsettling in their odd combination of graphic styles and technologies. "Caltha's" image, for example, depicts a child whose body and head seem to be "cut and pasted" from two different sources. The child's head is disproportionately larger than its body.
Moreover, her head is taken from a photographic source and "pasted" onto an illustration of a body which appears to be generated by a computer software program.
Beneath the images, "Thadea" adds an apology:
The photos on this page did not scan well. Jacob, my husband, scanned them and then to improve them, I retouched them in PaintShop Pro. I fear I may have done more harm than good. Caltha's picture was taken when we went back east last winter to visit our parents… I apologise for the poor photo quality. I will try to find some better pictures and scan them myself 35 .
I shall argue that the creation of these fictional characters is central to the self presented by Crawford on Cybermind, and that these creations play a significant role in her interactions with Sondheim. In addition to web-based discussion groups and email lists, Crawford's online activities include "site fighting," a web-based competition in which participants vote on the skill and design of each other's websites. A participant also solicits and "trades" votes, encouraging others to visit his/her website. On Cybermind, Crawford has regularly circulated publicity material for the competition, often written in an arcane and specialist language:
I did fight again … as a Madd Hatter in April. It was another four week campaign and in the War Zone Jenna Denstad and I were up against MissCRafts (Cynical Cyndee) who had renamed a championship page that should have been retired. I had studied the fights a lot as a profoundly disaffected fighter and was glad I had such a bastard to be up against 36 .
Posts such as these are often difficult to decipher because Crawford refers indiscriminately, and without adequate explanation, to characters displayed on websites involved in the competition, the actual designers of these websites, and her own cast of fictional characters. Members of Cybermind by and large have not been willing to spend time understanding and interpreting her "site fight" posts and, indeed, often become hostile about their frequency, volume and strange content:
[C]an we skip to the part where they all climb in a chariot and rise up in the air for the big sky battle with the big Hindu god, only He never shows up, and the chariot full of Site Fighters is forced to land in a wheat field somewhere east of someone's hopelessly impossible daydream, in which the Site Fighters are forced to tunnel underground with sharp sticks and begin… a new life for a Thousand Years as the Dreamweaving Mole People, slowly losing their sight, but gaining with each handful of shovelled moist earth a rare kind of wisdom usually reserved for those special, special…few.
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[Y]ou are not giving us any respite on that extraordinarily tedious subject of site-fights… you do not generate any discourse which is relevant to CM… furthermore, the size of your post… was 21k. In South Africa the telecommunication company charges us by the minute and whilst I will always look forward to witty prose regardless of size, I must regard 21k of useless, pedestrian prose as spam. Did you say you are going to post it "once a week"??? Excuse me, I've got to go and scream 38 .
Crawford usually appears untroubled by rejoinders such as these. Instead, they seem often to intensify the aggressive tone and combative behaviours that are hallmarks of her online posts. Indeed, Crawford's aggressive tone and combative behaviours explain, in part, why she is frequently expelled from email discussion lists and the curious pleasure she seems sometimes to gain from these expulsions. As one list participant observes:
Karen, for the better part of six years you trot your pattern out that you replay over and over again. I'm stating the obvious: deep down you enjoy it.… [T]his behavior is consistent with a kind of edgy thrill seeking.… Your performance art fascinates me but you won't easily convince me that your own pattern isn't finally about the benefit of the titillating combat you always end up effecting 39 .
Virtual Family: Avatars and Presence
We now turn to a comprehensive study of the email exchanges between Crawford and
Sondheim. Consisting of veiled threats, provisional apologies and theatrical exits, the correspondence between Crawford and Sondheim demonstrates how email is able to create a sense of presence and intimacy, how reading someone's emails can create the belief that one "knows" the person who writes. But these interactions also show the affective complexity of intimacy and presence, how an assumed intimacy may lead to rancour and hostility.
As mentioned, Sondheim's work is highly visible on Cybermind. It functions as a point of reference and authority for list members. Owing to its perceived obscurity, sophistication and inaccessibility, being able to understand and appreciate his work reflects well on the reader. Although appreciation may act as a type of currency on the list, appropriation is something altogether different as Crawford discovered. In late 1999, Sondheim began working on his "parable series" of texts. The parables explored issues of gender identity, power and virtuality through the use of his "avatars" or "virtual idols," characters and identities he assumes for aesthetic and theoretical expression 40 .
er Milne
Sondheim regularly posts to the list in the name of one of these characters and indeed at times has them interacting with his own "identity". In one post, for example, "Alan" and Jennifer and Alan hear each other within the choir of the machine; they come as batteries expel the last embers of current. They are locked in each other arms; their nails have drawn blood. We are bruised membranes, molecular bubbles, they sing. They create a ballad of longing, drawing others to them… Jennifer thinks, perhaps I should say more, her body arched higher, her labia swollen, cauterised vibrator by her side. Alan thinks, there are apparitions, peerings, appearances, his chest and face damp with cum, castrated machine by his hole 41 .
Sondheim's parable series concern two identities called Nikuko and Doctor Leopold
Konninger. Nikuko -"a beautiful Russian ballet dancer" 42 -is one of Sondheim's regular avatars and in his writing "she" is often used to explore female sexuality, female corporeality, technology, pornography and male identity. Nikuko texts, it has to be said, are not for the faint hearted. The language that Sondheim uses is shocking and, for some, offensive. In one post dedicated to Nikuko, for example, he describes his desire for "her" as "holes typing, holes slurring words, distracted holes, holes of speech naked holes … doubled labia, quadrupled holes exposed … labia held taut labia distended, thick scented…" 43 Another text called "Full-Header and Half-Way Home" represents Sondheim sending an email "from" Nikuko to Cybermind. As part of this post he includes a long header that shows the various routers and servers through which the email has passed.
Hello, Oh you must see this! We have all wet our panties and sat on wires of alans@sva.edu and do you know we have lovely routers entering us through many new ways to speed text come to devour us it will be so fun to enter into wires, hello I am in your wires, oh oh oh I am your wires too just like, Whew! Last thing you might think of before you go to sleep tonighty-night 44 . Actually, Nikuko, didn't care one whit for the Diamond Sutra or philosophy. Nikuko got fat. After her hot shower, she dried off and put on a modest white blouse and a navy blue skirt that came down below her knees, driftwood colored pantyhose (the ones Sears always runs out of) and navy suede flats. She put a nice tortoise shell clip in her long brown hair and she told the good doctor to get in the shower because quite frankly, he stank and she wasn't going to be seen in public with a smelly old goat… During the week, Nikuko got a cat. She named him Alan. He was a six month old unaltered tom cat. He thought with what was below his tail. Because she got him from the pound she had to take him to be neutered. She felt this was no great loss because he tried to spray the walls a couple of times. He behaved better after being neutered. Linked to this page is one called "Nikuko and Leo LOVE forever" which narrates how the two met and were married:
Back in my old life as an avant garde dancer, we were working together on a production. Leo would put on a top hat and a monacle and sit and stare. Sometimes a top hat and a monocle was all he would wear. I would wear a lavender tutu and dance ballet. We did this in an espresso bar for hours on end while the audience looked on. These were the people you read about, if you read that kind of stuff. They wore black and had white faces from not enough fresh air and sunshine. That was what we did, but hey we were making art! Then one morning I woke up. I was lying with Leo on the couch of the director's apartment. There was just no where else for us to sleep. We had been up all night talking Foucalt [sic] and Derrida and Lacan and other esoteric names that don't mean anything outside of academic circles and the real and the unreal and man and machine and how sex was at the center of it all, and I realized that what we were doing MEANT NOTHING! We just were playing to our own crowd of sophisticates and not helping anybody 53 .
Clearly, Crawford's piece is a critical appropriation of the performances and interactions that Sondheim had written for these two characters and had posted to Cybermind during the preceding year. In other sections on her site, "Nikuko" talks er Milne 51 L'art brut ("raw art") coined by Jean Dubuffet to refer to works outside traditional definitions of art. Dubuffet collected art works by children, prisoners and the illiterate and used these "principles" in his own work: Robert Hughes, Shock of the New, London, Thames, 1991: 265-67. about how she and Leo, after their wedding, "looked for somewhere to get a good dinner" since, as Nikuko explains, she "didn't have to squeeze into that tutu any more" 54 .
But perhaps the most noteworthy element of the site (and one to which Sondheim responds vociferously) is its pro-life rhetoric. According to the page called "Nikuko's Angel Garden," it seems that Nikuko has adopted a family of angels, naming one of them after Sondheim. On this page, an image of a plaque-like greeting card is inscribed with the words, "Alan Julu (boy) Adopted 1/26/00" ("Julu" is the name of another of Sondheim's avatars). This "card" also carries text which accompanies an image of an angel and reads "Life a wonderful Choice" and "In Memory of the Unborn". As Nikuko explains:
Collecting angels has been a great comfort to me. Just imagine cute little angels that always love, protect, and cherish you. Alan Julu was my first angel. He is named after my creator who abused me by dragging me through the mud. I pray for him and hope he someday changes his way. He did not care that a woman on his mailing list named a castrated tom cat after him but boy did he get angry when she named an unborn baby angel for him!
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In this description, the familial trope, mentioned above, is made problematic since
Crawford casts Sondheim in the role of son to one of his own avatars. Of greater significance, however, is the fact that Crawford attempts to turn Sondheim into an avatar that supports militant pro-life rhetoric. This is an act that expresses both power and intimacy. Crawford exercises power over Sondheim by appearing to "reduce" his corporeal body to the status of representation. At the same time, however, this is a remarkably intimate, playful and flirtatious gesture, aimed, it seems, to provoke an emotional response from Sondheim.
er Milne
What Sondheim interprets as Crawford's pro-life/anti abortion stance is illustrated on some of the other web pages that are part of her site. "Every Picture Tells A Story", for example, is written from the perspective of Nikuko's niece, Zivia, who also has adopted an "unborn angel baby". This angel is called "Chiyo Koji" which, Zivia tells us, means "1,000 years". Zivia explains that: "If I hadn't been born because my mother didn't want me or if my brothers and sisters hadn't been born, then that would have been a bad thing". Although these kinds of comments could be described as only covertly "prolife". Crawford links her page to a number of explicitly anti abortion sites: "Children are God's Greatest Gift. Help to save the children of this world born and unborn. You can Spiritualy Adopt an aborted child by stopping in at Di's Angels" 56 .
It is not surprising that Crawford's announcement elicited a vigorous discussion on
Cybermind. The first to respond was Sondheim:
Karen, on one hand I appreciate the page and the graphics, on the other I'm disgusted by the message. I don't think you understand the parables or what the work's about, which is of course your right, as it's your right to make the page, but to associate me with an anti-abortion position (unless you mean this as a joke) is ugly 57 .
Although At this point, Crawford attempted to explain her intentions for the site, but this did little to allay the fear that Sondheim's work had been unfairly treated. According to Crawford, the web page was initially intended as a satire, but while she was working on it, she had a revelation. By the time she "adopted" the Alan Julu angel she "was no longer at the point of parody. Something had happened" 61 . Crawford's change of heart demonstrates the significant role that presence plays in the construction of identity. That is, Crawford behaved as if her avatars existed as "real" children with their own rights and, moreover, that these children possessed the capacity to cause an emotional response in others. These children were so "expressive" they could cause Crawford to change her mind on ethical questions. As Crawford explained:
I really for a few minutes fell in love with my little angel baby as I got him ready for the page. I had seen how others took care of theirs, and they did a wretched job, leaving them on abandoned pages… I also felt inspired and made him a guardian for Alan Julu. I wanted a sibling for him and still do… If it wouldn't cost me the friendship of most of my sophisticated net buddies I would probably become pro-life 62 .
Perhaps because members weren't sure what to make of her explanation, list discussions continued to focus on the "wounding" 63 of Sondheim by Crawford's satire, and before long Crawford sent the following public apology to Sondheim and the list:
Dear Alan, I owe you this and I owe it publicly. Yes, the page was a joke and the adopt-a-fetus, as I called it at the time was one, WHEN I STARTED OUT. That was Thursday. By late Saturday afternoon, it was different. Something happened… I realized that it was time to put an end to the dissonance. I am prolife. Do not ask me where this leads politically. If you ask me a whole battery of political questions, I'll answer "I don't know" to most of them… Meanwhile, given the end result of the "joke" I would like to apologize to Alan. The next unborn angel I adopt will have a name given in sincerity, and probably adorn my first pro-life page. I'm sorry Alan. Please accept my apology 64 .
Sondheim did not publicly respond to this apology through the list; nevertheless, it refocussed the discussion on abortion and reproduction technologies. I've taken her off this list. She wrote me asking if she could post the video ad to her group as an "example of Nikuko's past life". I feel completely outraged by this, and won't tolerate it. I feel as if I'm being personally slammed and the work I (and others) have put into the video and texts is being violently mispresented and stolen… it's not… that I mind parodies or even my words taken -that's happened before. But I can't stand them being used for far right-wing purposes, over a period of weeks, as if the characters and concepts were her idea. -Alan, by the way this is the first time someone's been unsubbed from here… for over two years 67 .
Those who publicly responded to this message unanimously supported Sondheim's actions: "Thanks! I thought I was the only one who objected strongly to her way of being" 68 , "Ack, how awful! Good riddance" 69 ; "I support Alan's actions 100%" 70 ; "I think this is the right thing to do... Her persistence with it has become increasingly strange. I think she is luney" 71 . Crawford left Cybermind, but tempers remained frayed and the event still very much "alive". Yesterday, Karen announced a website which was a takeoff of the material I've been working with, Konninger/Nikuko/parables, etc. It was nasty and ended up in pro-life diatribes, far right-wing stuff, which made me sick. Obviously on the Net I don't have ownership of my material (they've been appropriated before), but this frankly made me sick; I felt I was metaphorically robbed. (I got off Cybermind for a while.) It wasn't the prankster aspect which bothered me -it was the material reworked in the service of a politics which I align with Nazi control 72 .
Meanwhile, on another email discussion list called Netdynam (a mailing list to discuss "Network Group Dynamics"), Crawford explained her motivation:
Alan treated Nikuko like dirt. He degraded her and I don't mean the sex but the way he described it without one ounce of romance or tenderness. That is what disgusted me. He never even described her face, her hair, her voice. Think of how one customarily describes a sweet and beautiful woman. I kicked the proverbial squirt bottle (the device used for disciplining unruly Petz) out of Alan's hands 73 .
Crawford's gestures can be read as, simultaneously, intimate and threatening.
Sondheim's reactions suggest he felt flattered but also violated.
Conclusion
In terms of their conscious intentions, Sondheim and Crawford subscribe enthusiastically to what Ned Rossiter calls "the doctrine of fluid identities" that "characterises much theorisation of cyberculture" 74 . As we have seen, Sondheim is fond of speaking in his narratives, as one of his own avatars; while Crawford is fond of "writing in character" or using "multiple personae"
75 . Yet the rancour, hurt and anger that both participants claim to have felt during the parody events suggests that 
